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His neighbours, not in the least interested in tall stories, nick-
named him Marco Millions, for he was for ever telling them how
many leagues he had covered in his travels, and how rich the Khan
was, and how many golden statues there were in this temple or
that, and how many silken gowns the concubines of such and such
a prime minister owned. Why should they believe such yarns,
when it was well known that even the wife of the Emperor of
Constantinople had only a single pair of silk stockings ?
And Marco Millions might have died and his story might have
died with him if Venice and Genoa had not engaged in one of
their little quarrels just then, and if Marco, as commander of a
Venetian galley, had not been taken prisoner by the victorious
Genoese. He remained in prison for a year, sharing his cell with a
citizen from Pisa by the name of Rusticiano. This Rusticiano had
had some experience as a writer, having popularized a number of
Arthurian talcs and chivalric romances. He quickly recognized the
publicity value of the great Polo story, and during their time in
prison he pumped Marco for information. Taking down every-
thing Marco told him, he gave the world a book which is read as
much to-day as when it was first published in the fourteenth
century.
What probably gave the book its success was its constant refer-
ences to gold and to riches of all sorts. The Romans and the Greeks
had vaguely spoken of the opulence of eastern potentates but Polo
had been on die spot, had seen all these things with his own eyes.
The efforts to find a short-cut to the Indies really date from that
time. But the task was difficult
Finally in 1486 the Portuguese got as far as the Cape of Good
Hope. Ten years later they were in India. Forty years later they
were in Japan. Meanwhile Magellan, coming from the east, had
readied the Philippine Islands, and by that time the exploitation
of southern Asia was in full swing*
So much for the general outline. How Siberia was discovered I
have already told. The first viators to the other countries will be
givtb kwtoorablc mention when we get to them.